lowly city streets out of stories told to the
coihmon people by a common and unlearned
man among them, in imperial palaces it was
beginning, too, and in much the same unlearned
fashion. It was an old custom of emperors,
particularly if the dynasty were a foreign one,
to employ persons called " imperial ears," whose
only duty was to come and go among the people
in the streets of cities and villages and to sit
among them in tea-houses, disguised in common
clothes and listen to what was talked about there.
The original purpose of this was, of course, to
hear of any discontent among the emperor's
subjects, and more especially to find out if dis-
contents were rising to the shape of those
rebellions which preceded the fall of every
dynasty.

But emperors were very human and they
were not often learned scholars. More often,
indeed, they were only spoiled and wilful men.
And the " imperial ears " had opportunity to
hear all sorts of strange and interesting stories,
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